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More than anyone else, John Philip Sousa is responsible for bringing the United States
Marine Band to the level of excellence upheld today. As a composer, he wrote the best
known and most loved marches in the repertoire; as Director, he was an innovator who
shaped the future of the Marine Band.

Sousa was born in 1854 in southeast Washington, D.C., near the Marine Barracks where
his father Antonio played trombone in the Marine Band. Sousa studied piano and most
orchestral instruments, excelling on the violin. When at age thirteen young Sousa was
almost persuaded to join a circus band, his father intervened, enlisting him as an
apprentice musician in the Marine Band. Sousa remained in the band until he was twenty,
only to return five years later as the seventeenth director. Sousa led “The President’s
Own” until 1892, and shortly after, formed his own Sousa Band, which toured
extensively for the next four decades, both in the United States and abroad.

Shortly after the completion of the Panama Canal in 1914, the Sousa Band was invited to
perform at the 1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition, held in San Francisco. At the request of
Walter Anthony, a reporter for the San Francisco Call, Sousa composed “The Pathfinder
of Panama” march to commemorate the opening of the Panama Canal and dedicated it to
the exposition as well. The “Pathfinder” in the title of the march refers not to an
individual, but to the Panama Canal itself, an engineering marvel that shortened the ocean
voyage between San Francisco and New York by approximately 8,000 miles and
continues to have an incalculable impact on the shipping of goods and passengers
worldwide.



